The pathology of epithelial pre-malignancy of the gastrointestinal tract.
This chapter deals with pre-malignant epithelial lesions of the gastrointestinal tract that have the potential to become cancers. Pre-malignant lesions are divided into two types: those characterized by dysplastic mucosa and those without dysplasia. Examples of the two types are present in the oesophagus, stomach and intestine. In the oesophagus, dysplasia of the squamous epithelium is a precursor to squamous carcinoma. There are differences in interpretation between Western and Japanese pathologists in the diagnosis of oesophageal squamous lesions. Dysplasia in Barrett's oesophagus is regarded as a precursor of adenocarcinoma. The goal of endoscopic surveillance in Barrett's mucosa is the detection of high-grade dysplasia. There are several problems with our current knowledge of high-grade dysplasia and controversies regarding its management. There are differences in the interpretation of biopsies of gastric epithelial dysplasia between Japanese and Western pathologists. In the colon, pre-malignant lesions include dysplasia seen in inflammatory bowel disease and colonic adenomas. The most significant predictor of the risk of malignancy in patients with inflammatory bowel disease is the presence of dysplasia in colonic biopsies. Because of the similarity of neoplasia throughout the gastrointestinal tract, there have been attempts to unify its classification, terminology and diagnostic criteria internationally, the most recently proposed modified classification of gastrointestinal neoplasia being the Vienna classification. Dysplasia of the columnar mucosa has a similar appearance in Barrett's oesophagus, the stomach and the colon. Criteria for its histological diagnosis and grading are reviewed, with an emphasis on areas of diagnostic difficulty such as interobserver variation, and discrepancies between Western and Japanese pathologists. Implication of the presence of dysplasia that are specific to each organ site are discussed, highlighting weaknesses and controversies in current knowledge.